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Allison Dorsey
“The great cry of our people is land!”
Black Settlement and Community Development
on Ossabaw Island, Georgia, 1865–1900
The great cry of our people is land. If they can be protected
they will get on well enough. . . . They want to be free-holders,
land holders and to hold office like white men.
— Tunis Campbell, 1871

A

shaken Andrew Waters wrote to John W. Magill, superintendent of the Freedmen’s Bureau for Ossabaw Island, informing
him that, in the face of violent confrontation on December 3,

1866, he had been unsuccessful in arresting a defendant charged with “con-
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tempt of authority.” Less than pleased, Magill ordered Waters “to arrest
Mustapha Shaw and bring him before me . . . and this you will not fail to
execute at your peril!” The following day Waters, accompanied by John
Mungin, reported to Magill’s office with a handful of witnesses to lend
credence to his tale of woe. Louis, Benjamin, and Thomas Bond, as well as
Benjamin Harris and George Savage, had all been pressed into service to
help in the arrest of one Mustapha Shaw.
According to their account, when the men arrived at the home of Robert Donegal (Delegal) they were met by Shaw, the brothers Robert and
Lee Donegal (Delegal), and Pauldo Brown, who had “armed themselves
with three guns.” The witnesses said, “Shaw also took a Bowie Knife and
pistol, and with the parties above armed defied {said officers} and threat-
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ened to kill said officers.” Waters and his deputies were driven back by
threats of violence and showered in a hail of curses for all blacks on Ossabaw who worked for white men, while Shaw and company made good their
escape.1
Why were Mustapha Shaw and Andrew Waters, both former members
of the U.S. Colored Troops (usct), on opposing sides of the law on Ossabaw Island within a year of mustering out of the Union Army? Defiant and
in possession of his service pistol, Shaw had served with the 33rd Infantry
Regiment. Fellow soldier Andrew Waters had mustered out of the 103rd
Infantry Regiment in April of that year. Waters, who lived in Savannah,
had secured continued government employment by working on behalf of
the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands (henceforth
Freedmen’s Bureau), whereas Shaw, who resided on Ossabaw Island with
Brown and the Delegal brothers, clearly rejected such government service.
David Bond, “the Father of Louis, James, Benjamin William & Thomas
Bond,” and “the Elder of the Baptist Church on said Island,” gave testimony
suggesting a standing feud, noting that Shaw and company had “repeatedly
threatened to kill Louis Bond, Wm McKeever (McKiver), George Savage
and other persons on said plantation on Ossabaw Island.”2 The plantation
in question was Middle Place, owned by Alexander McDonald. Bond had
a long history of association with the land, as he declared himself “the oldest colored man on the Macdonald [sic] place.”
The present study seeks to re-create the historic outlines of the Ossabaw community by answering demographic, sociological, and economic
questions about island life in the thirty-five years of occupation by black
freedmen and women. My research is designed to analyze the process of
settlement, community development, and institution building by the
freedmen and women who lived on Ossabaw Island, Georgia, beginning
in June 1865 through the end of the century.
Part of the Golden Isles situated off the coast of Georgia, Ossabaw is
roughly twenty miles south of Savannah. Acquired by John Morel sometime
in the 1760s, the twenty-six-thousand-acre island was bequeathed to Morel’s
sons upon his death in 1776 and divided into three plantations: North End,
Middle Place, and South End. A subsequent subdivision of the latter plantation upon the death of John Morel Jr. resulted in the 1802 creation of Buckhead. At the beginning to the Civil War, Bryan McQueen Morel held title
to North End, Alexander McDonald was in possession of Middle Place,
and George Jones Kollock owned South End. Mary Ann Morel, daughter
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of John Morel Jr., had inherited Buckhead, giving it to her daughter Mary
Rutherford in 1806. William Skrine, who married Mary Rutherford in
1848, worked slaves on the island as did Mary’s second husband Joseph T.
Simmons, who was in possession of the land during the war.3
Close to three hundred enslaved men and women called Ossabaw
home in the decade before the war. Morel, McDonald, Kollock, and Simmons each held sixty-plus slaves on Ossabaw, the greatest number belonging to Kollock, who in 1860 held seventy slaves at South End.4 Sea island
cotton and rice flourished in the rich soil of Ossabaw. Slaves also cultivated
corn, potatoes, peas, and fruit trees. Hogs and beef cattle were raised on
the island as food for enslaved laborers and for sale to the mainland. Planters made supplemental monies selling wood from the abundant oak trees
on the island. If his peers followed Kollock’s example, slaves on Ossabaw
worked under the task system and supplemented their once-weekly food
ration with foodstuffs from their gardens.5 At the close of the war, Middle
Place as well other Ossabaw plantations had been confiscated under Sherman’s Special Field Order No. 15 and redistributed, in the spring and summer of 1865, to emancipated blacks in ten- to forty-acre allotments. These
new landowners were soon to discover that the nation was reluctant to
make good on the promise of General Sherman’s order. Indeed, these former slaves, including former usct soldiers who had taken up arms to fight
for their freedom, found themselves engaged in another battle on Ossabaw,
one to retain their newly acquired property. Having fought to transform
the social and political landscape of the nation, these freedmen now found
themselves aligned against the federal government, most of the white citizenry, and some fellow blacks as they sought to secure their hard-won freedom, manhood rights, and lands.
By May 1866, a white-owned agricultural firm (Flye, Middleton and
Magill, of which Bureau Agent John W. Magill was part owner) operated
a three-hundred-acre plantation on the island, growing sea island cotton
under a sharecropping system. Plantations were formally restored to their
Confederate owners in January 1867, after being wrenched from the hands
of the black men and women who had been awarded promissory title to the
lands of Ossabaw during the spring and summer of 1865. The armed resistance and violent curses of Mustapha Shaw were but one response to what
emancipated blacks understood as an assault on their hard-won freedom.
For African Americans, the goal of the Civil War was freedom — the
complete destruction of slavery and a chance to re-create their lives as au-
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tonomous people. They sought the freedom to reunite and protect their
families and to make their own way in the world. Meeting with Union
General William Tecumseh Sherman in January 1865, some twenty black
leaders in Savannah made clear their belief that true freedom required access to land, to “turn it and till it by our own labor.”6 Historians have long
focused their attention on the bright promise of Special Field Order No. 15,
Sherman’s response to the urgent request of these leaders, which claimed
the sea islands and a swath of the southeastern rice coast for distribution
to black freedmen. The greatest hope of freedmen proved to be the briefest
of dreams, and much has been written about the federal abandonment of
African Americans, spearheaded by President Andrew Johnson and forced
upon Freedmen’s Bureau commander Oliver O. Howard.7 Circular 15 revoked the right to land promised in Field Order No. 15, and confiscated
properties were soon returned to their Confederate owners. Yet insufficient attention has been paid to the experiences of those freedmen who
leapt at the chance to start their lives anew on the Georgia sea islands, and
struggled to maintain land ownership.
This investigation of the black community of Ossabaw will help
flesh out the story of “first freedom,” offering insight into the mind-set of
freedmen and women as they exited slavery as evidenced by the nature of
community they established on the island. Historian Russell Duncan has
argued that entrepreneur and political activist Tunis Campbell played a
significant role in black settlement on the Georgia sea islands and that his
vision for the freedmen, rooted in a concept of “separatism for strength,”
guided development in the region. Campbell’s experiences with white manipulation of newly emancipated blacks, as well as the incidents of white
violence witnessed during the Port Royal experiment, led him to abandon
“hopes for a biracial democracy” in the lowcountry.8 Duncan’s study investigates Campbell’s work as a bureau agent, justice of the peace, state
senator, and black politico in Georgia and provides some detailed discussion about the lives of black settlers on St. Catherine’s Island and McIntosh County. Yet the life of black agriculturalists who planted foodstuffs;
took advantage of the abundant population of birds, fish, and shellfish;
and grew cotton as a cash crop while working to create religious and social
institutions on Ossabaw Island were not addressed in Duncan’s treatment
of the era or the region.
What if any influence did Campbell have on the events that took
place on Ossabaw? Did Mustapha and other freedmen of Ossabaw, share
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Campbell’s black separatist vision? What social networks flourished on
the island? Did familial links keep younger islanders on Ossabaw or did
market forces lure them to the mainland? What support, if any, did the
tiny Baptist church of Ossabaw receive from the First, Second, or Third
African Baptist churches of Savannah?
Whites who owned plantations on Ossabaw abandoned them in the
face of Union soldiers. Those who had been enslaved on Ossabaw, along
with other Georgia sea islands, were alternately relocated to mainland
properties or abandoned with the land. Camp followers and refugees
joined emancipated men and women who had previously resided on the island and had remained throughout the tumult of the war, as Union forces
seized the territory. The community of freedmen on Ossabaw in 1865 thus
combined resettled refugees whose lives had been uprooted by the recent
conflict and those who had remained in place during the war years and
was, of course, a microcosm of a far larger movement of peoples. Following Sherman’s edict, the Freedmen’s Bureau and the newly emancipated
themselves moved quickly to settle freedmen on the islands in the spring
and summer of 1865.
Freedmen’s Bureau agent Tunis Campbell, for example, oversaw settlement of more than four hundred adults and two hundred children on St.
Catherine’s and Sapelo Islands.9 His December 1865 report to the bureau
noted the presence of nearly eighty blacks on Ossabaw. Later documents
reveal that the black community of Ossabaw grew and thrived, establishing a Baptist church on the island in the three decades before a series of
Atlantic hurricanes in the late 1890s forced this agricultural population
onto the mainland of Georgia.
In March 1865, Tunis Campbell was appointed as agent of the Freedmen’s Bureau for “Burnside, Ausaba, St. Catherines, Sapelo, and Colonel’s
islands with orders to organize and establish governments on the Islands;
protect freedmen and refugees for thirty miles back from the seashore.”
He held that post until he was dismissed the following March,10 devoting
the bulk of his time and energy to St. Catherine and Sapelo, establishing
two schools on St. Catherine that served 250 students and recruiting his
son and stepson to work as teachers.11 The comparatively limited number
of freedmen on Ossabaw no doubt encouraged Campbell to focus on the
two more populous islands.
The black population of Ossabaw was relatively small and fluctuated appreciably. Freedmen’s Bureau Commissioner Captain Alexander P. Ketch-
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um’s October 1865 report to the bureau noted the presence of sixty blacks
on Ossabaw, ten men and fifty women, a much smaller population than
pre–Civil War numbers.12 The skewed sex ratio may have been a result of
the summer 1863 draft of black men from the families on Ossabaw as the
Union Army recruited men to form all-black fighting units.13 Or this sex
ratio may reflect the population of female camp followers who were settled
on the island while the Union Army made use of their mates as laborers.
Certainly, slaves held on Ossabaw took advantage of the chaos of the war to
elope to other islands, and some Ossabaw planters hoped to safeguard their
human property by relocating or “refugeeing” their slaves to other properties
— all of which may have contributed to the limited population on the
island.14
Campbell’s own December 15, 1865, report to the Freedmen’s Bureau
noted that the death of a sixty-eight-year-old man, and the December 8,
1865, birth of a male child, resulted in a “whole number on this island
of 78.” This population resided in thirty-two homes shared between the
Morel, Lymon, and McDonald “places.” None of the bureau reports from
the period make mention of Ossabaw Island’s fourth plantation, Buckhead
owned by the Skrine family.15 To this population, Campbell distributed
bureau-provided rations: one pound of bacon and one pound of hominy,
two ounces each of salt and sugar, seven pounds of meal, three and onequarter pounds of beef, twenty-one boxes of bread, one-quarter keg of vinegar, and one-eighth bottle of soap.16
Although it is rich in detail, Campbell’s December 1865 report obscures as much as it reveals. None of the freedmen or women were identified by name, and it is impossible to determine the origin of the population Campbell reported as residing on Ossabaw. Were these seventy-eight
people refugees who had been relocated to the island, long-term residents
who had remained during the course of the war, or a mixture of both?
The Ossabaw Island plantations of McDonald (Middle Place), Kollock
(South End), and Morel (North End) were partitioned and distributed to
freedmen and women. The distributions, recorded in the Freedmen’s Bureau records, appear in the table. What do we know about these men and
women who were given title to land on Ossabaw? Most of them have faded
into the fabric of the past, but hints survive as to the identity of some.
George J. Kollock purchased South End in February 1849. In correspondence, Kollock identified the eight-hundred-acre Ossabaw property as
a “bachelor’s retreat,” which may account for his wife’s reported objection
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Ossabaw Island, Special Field Order No. 15 Land Distributions, 1865
Recipient

Amount of land

Remarks

Middle Place Plantation, owned by Alexander and Georgia McDonald
(divided among seven families)
April 14, 1865
Frederic Miller, 7 in family
May 1, 1865
Lisa Adams, 5 in family
Cyprus Bennett, 4 in family
John Timmons, 7 in family
Cooper Turner, 5 in family
Isaac White, 5 in family
June 29, 1865
Catherine Johnson, 4 in family

40 acres
30 acres
25 acres
40 acres
20 acres
10 acres

“Gone to White Bluff”
“Gone to Charleston”

10 acres

Copyright © 2010. University of Georgia Press. All rights reserved.

South End Plantation, owned by George J. Kollock
(divided among eight families, July 31, 1865)
Cyrus Brown, 2 in family
Moses George, 2 in family
Susan George, 2 in family
John Inman, 4 in family
Bob Kollock, 2 in family
James Mack, 4 in family
Primus Stewart, 3 in family
Mira Woodruff, 4 in family

10 acres
20 acres
10 acres
15 acres
20 acres
20 acres
10 acres
10 acres

North End Plantation, owned by Bryan Morel
(distributed to one family, August 9, 1865)
Paul John, 3 in family

15 acres

Compiled from Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands Records
1865–69, m798 Roll 36.

to the purchase.17 Spending most of his time tending to plantation matters
on the mainland, Kollock had poor luck in maintaining overseers on the
island where his slaves raised sea island cotton as well as some corn, rice,
and hogs, though he himself kept fairly detailed notes on the property.
His plantation notebooks recorded ownership of, among others, two
slaves, “Big” and “Little” Primus, most likely father and son. Big Primus,
owned while a boy by Priscilla Houston had been “bequeathed” to “his”
Grandfather Boson, for his use until the latter’s death. At that point, he
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was to be sold to “who shall own his Mother Kate at a fair and reasonable
valuation.” George J. Kollock, one of the executors of Houston’s will, acquired Primus three years later in a private sale of slaves from the Houston
estate.18 On May 24, 1865, Kollock charged Big Primus with ferrying white
Kollock family members to the mainland. Big Primus returned in four
days but, according to Kollock, “ran away” fifteen days later. The following
day, as Kollock noted, “Yankees . . . came to Midlands and carried (off) 6 of
my negroes,” including little Primus.19 Little Primus returned to the island
at the end of ten days, though there is no way to know if he was released
from Yankee service or if he eloped to return home. Perhaps his return was
in anticipation of the rumored land distribution. There is little doubt that
the Primus Stewart awarded Kollock land in July 1865 was one of these two
freedmen.
Others who received Kollock land are traceable in the historic record.
Mira (Elmira) Woodruff appeared on the 1870 Census at age sixty with
her husband, farmer March Woodruff. She and her husband were both
born in South Carolina, but resided in the state long before the Civil War,
as their forty-year-old daughter Carlotte was Georgia-born. Moses George,
who received twenty acres, was married to Susan George, who also received
ten acres of Kollock land. Both the Woodruffs and the Georges would
pursue their dreams of land ownership off the island.
Yet many who received land leave a less clear historical trail. I found
no record of John Inman or of Bob Kollock, both of whom received land
on Ossabaw. Bob Kollock, who received part of the Kollock tract, was the
only freedman who took the Kollock name.
Lisa Adams and Catherine Johnson, who received land on the McDonald Place, left little trace. Frederic Miller and Cooper Turner, who
received McDonald land, and Paul John, who received land on the Morel
Place, may have been soldiers, as is the case for Cyrus Brown, who received
land on the Kollock place. A Cyrus Brown served in the Twenty-first Regiment of the usct. He may have been taken up in the “special draft” for the
Third South Carolina Volunteers held on Ossabaw Island in June 1863.
The Third South Carolina Volunteers were reorganized and became the
Twenty-first Regiment, usct Infantry, South Carolina, in which Brown
served. Similarly, a Frederic Miller, Cooper Turner, and Paul John were
members of the Eighth, Fifteenth, and Forty-fourth regiments of usct.
Both the Eighth and the Forty-fourth passed through or saw action in the
sea island areas of either South Carolina or Georgia, and one Isaac White,
given title to McDonald land, was also member of the Thirty-third Regi-
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ment, usct Infantry, South Carolina. Additional research into the pension files of the usct is necessary to confirm this supposition.20
Like the defiant Mustapha Shaw, John Timmons speaks to us from the
pages of an arrest warrant. Timmons, who had been granted forty acres of
the McDonald Plantation, was arrested and charged by Freedmen’s Bureau
Superintendent Magill, on April 28, 1866, for conspiring to create disorder.
Hired by Flye, Magill, and Middleton to act as “Director or Superintendent” over the black sharecroppers, Timmons instead worked at sowing the
seeds of insurrection. The firm accused Timmons of bullying and berating his fellow freedmen, of “endeavoring to hinder the work and injure all
concerned.” In addition, the black sharecroppers familiar with sea island
cotton production argued that Timmons was a fraud who in fact had no
familiarity with the crop. For his part, Timmons objected to being denied
the right to plant his own cotton crop and condemned as “thoughtless”
fellow blacks who had cooperated with the firm. Timmons devoted his
energies to disrupting the business of Flye, Magill and Middleton: forcing his adult daughter to withdraw her labor from the fields and roundly
protesting to all who cared to listen that white men would ultimately cheat
black agriculturalists out of their share of the crop. Resisting the authority
of the Freedmen’s Bureau and the federal government, Timmons declared
whites had “no right to the Island, and that Genl. Tillson nor none else
could give that power.” Under pain of arrest, he was ultimately forced from
Ossabaw and retreated across the waters to White Bluff.21
Freedmen given land titles were not the only black residents on the
island. By the spring of 1866, the population of Ossabaw Island was rising. The arrest warrants of Timmons and Shaw identify some of the black
sharecroppers working on the island for Flye, Magill, and Middleton. Skeet
Baker and Prince Brown as well as black patriarch David Bond; his sons
Louis, James, Benjamin, William, and Thomas Bond; Benjamin Harris;
and William McKiver and George Savage and their families all resided on
the island. In addition, William Delancey, William George, James Mack,
Robert Mack, and York Thurman and their families continued to live on
the island, working for shares of cotton as contracted with George J. Kollock.22 Widower Amos Johnson lived and farmed on the north end of the
island along with his son Abram. Jenney, who had outlived her husband
Moses and four of her ten children, continued to make her home on Ossabaw Island with sons Caesar and James, while sons York, Moses Jr., and
William and daughter Jeny lived and worked in Savannah.23
Of the men and women who received land in the summer of 1865, it
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appears the vast majority were not “locals,” which is to say that they had
not lived on the island before the war, and for the most part they did not
remain on the island once their land was seized and restored to Confederate owners. James Mack stands as an important exception, inasmuch as he
was part of a family network living on Ossabaw before the war, was given
land title under Field Order No. 15, and remained on the island to sharecrop after his land was restored to George J. Kollock. As demonstrated in
the warrants for the arrest of Mustapha Shaw and John Timmons, some
tension existed between those outsiders who secured land on Ossabaw and
those local freedmen who did not. Historian Paul Cimbala notes that many
freedmen, displaced by the war, returned to the islands in early 1866 to find
local plantations already divided among strangers with promissory title.24
Without means of support, deprived of their portion of the old homestead,
and without access to rations, this near-starving population was undoubtedly hostile toward those blacks they recognized only as interlopers. Perhaps
lack of access to land on his home island drove Ossabaw native Philip Young
to relocate to nearby Skidaway Island along with Jacob Tison and his wife
Hagar and their five grown children. In addition, “local” blacks, though
they themselves may not have served as soldiers, were well aware of the
antagonism southern whites harbored toward former usct servicemen.25
Perhaps those who testified against Shaw and sought to distance themselves
from those of his ilk were fearful of white retribution. In either case, the intraracial tension between “locals” and other freedmen mirrored the greater
tension between black freedmen and the nation, manifest as the progressive
forces in the federal government lost ground to recalcitrant conservatives
who sought to maintain white supremacy as the order of the day.
President Andrew Johnson’s decision to pardon Confederates who
begged his favor and Circular No. 15 issued September 12, 1865, designed
to restore all lands save those specifically identified as “abandoned,” set
the stage for the reversal of fortune on Ossabaw Island. The specifics of
Circular No. 15 limited the power of the Freedmen’s Bureau:
Abandon(ed) lands are defined in Sec 2 of the Act of Congress, approved
July 2, 1864, as lands, the lawful owner whereof shall be voluntarily absent,
there from, and engaged either in arms or otherwise in aiding or encouraging the rebellion.
IV. Land will not be regarded as confiscated until it has been condemned,
and sold by decree of the U.S. Court for the District in which the property
may be found, and the title thereto thus vested in the United States.26
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Susan Marion Johnston Kollock, wife of George J. Kollock, took the
necessary “amnesty oath” in April 1865, thereby securing a pardon and the
family’s Woodland Plantation. She wrote her son John in June 1865 urging him to encourage his father George to travel to Savannah “to secure
his ossobaw [sic] plantation, which will be given up to him the 1st January,
provided he has taken the old amnesty oath, or will take the new one,
which only differs in that you swore your landed property is not worth
over $20,000, you have not yet been in since or under government employ in the Confederate cause. All of which your father can swear to, as he
has only done Patrol duty which does not count.”27 While it is difficult to
fathom how the combined worth of the Kollocks’ Woodland and Ossabaw
plantations complete with a thriving live oak timber business did not total
twenty thousand dollars or more, it appears he was not an active Confederate solider. Kollock, like Morel and McDonald, regained possession of his
Ossabaw Island lands.
The process of restoring lands to southern white owners was fraught
with tension on all sides. Black freedmen challenged the decision and resisted the actions of federal actors. Freedmen’s Bureau officers themselves
struggled with the decision and alternately resisted and complied with President Johnson’s commands. Major General Davis Tillson was appointed by
a beleaguered Oliver O. Howard in the fall of 1865 to oversee the restoration of Confederate lands along the Georgia sea coast. Howard, along with
General Rufus Saxton and Captain Alexander P. Ketchum, had resisted
President Johnson’s efforts to undo Sherman’s promise of land and titles
to freedmen. Saxton, in particular, had sidestepped President Johnson’s
order to restore land to Confederate whites, arguing that land set aside by
Sherman’s order in the field, establishing a safe haven for black freedmen
to become landowners, was exempt from new land policy coming out of
the White House. Under Saxton’s command, more freedmen were settled
on abandoned lands as he actively defied Johnson’s authority.28
Ketchum, who shared Saxton’s vision, also stalled for time and continued to validate black titles and claims to land. In his autobiography, Oliver O.
Howard would later express some self-doubt and lamented his decision to
implement Johnson’s land restoration policy. Yet, faced with direct orders
from the president in October 1865 to seize lands from freedmen holding
title and restore them to whites, Howard moved to comply. He replaced
Saxton with Davis Tillson, who was less progressive in his stance toward
blacks. Tunis Campbell reported he was “removed by General Tillson” and

African American Life in the Georgia Lowcountry : The Atlantic World and the Gullah Geechee, edited by Philip
Morgan, University of Georgia Press, 2010. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/swarthmore/detail.action?docID=3
Created from swarthmore on 2020-11-20 07:42:13.

“the gr eat cry of our people is land!”  235

Copyright © 2010. University of Georgia Press. All rights reserved.

that, under Tillson’s orders, the leadership schools “I had established on
the Islands were broken up, and the people were driven off — unless they
work under contracts which were purposely made to cheat the freedmen
out of their labor.”29
General Tillson, of course, remembered his encounter with Campbell
and the freedmen of Ossabaw a bit differently.
Ossabaw, St. Catherine’s and Sapelo Islands were under the control of
Tunis G. Campbell a colored man from New York City, appointed agent
of the Bureau by Gen. Saxton. Well now Campbell, who was afterwards
dismissed, is a person of great plausibility, and remarkable cunning. He
was found to be cutting wood, selling it to passing steamers, appropriating the proceeds and otherwise managing the Island where he resided for
the benefit of himself and a few leaders among the freedmen. Some of the
freedmen he employed and whose produce he sold have never received payment. Influenced by Campbell, the freedmen were unwilling to permit the
white owners to return to the Islands; even to occupy such portions of their
property as had not been assigned to freemen in compliance with General
Sherman’s S.F.O. No. 15 series of 1865. They insisted that the Government
should continue to furnish them with rations in whole or in part representing that they had all the animals, implements, seed and nearly all the food
required to enable them to make a crop this year. But as on the Sea Islands
and rice fields of the State, they had failed the year previously even when
they were fed and assisted by the Government to raise sufficient food for
their own support and as there was a great demand for labor and high prices
on the coast, I declined to accede to their request.30

His quarrels with Campbell aside, Tillson was concerned about the
dangers of black dependency and preferred to follow orders with regards
to the freedmen. He worked to invalidate promissory titles, restore land to
whites, and force blacks on the islands to sign labor contacts with whites in
order to reestablish the profitability of the Georgia sea coast.31 A January 11,
1866, letter from Tillson to Ketchum made his policy clear.
Upon the application of former owners for the return of said lands, and
by order of the President, Maj. Genl Howard, arrange for their immediate
restoration. . . . In letter of Nov. 23 I am further instructed through Maj.
Stinson “The restoration of lands will be made in the following manner.
As soon as the Board of Supervisors is formed for any Island of locality, the
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owner of the Estate must make an agreement with the freedmen upon said
estate, that shall be satisfactory to the Board of Supervisors.”
The order of restoration will then be given upon the owner’s signing the
obligation and producing proof of title and pardon.32

Ketchum, like other pro-freedmen progressives, was forced to comply with
this new federal policy. He was removed from the field and reassigned to
Washington at the end of February 1866.
Black freedmen who had secured land objected to what they understood as a change in the rules of engagement in the face of Tillson’s efforts
to invalidate their land titles and to force them to work for white planters.
Blacks on Ossabaw had worked to sustain themselves; they could not have
survived on the lean rations provided by Campbell. Freedmen hunted,
fished, and dug oysters; planted plots of rice and corn; and made improvements in their properties in their six to eight months of ownership. Nevertheless, bureau agents pressured them to relinquish title and sign contracts
with white planters or their agents.
In Campbell’s wake, John W. Magill was appointed Freedmen’s Bureau
agent for Ossabaw on April 24, 1866, and he held this position through
June 1867. In his capacity as agent, he wrote to the Savannah office to complain that blacks on the island were defiant of his authority. “The freedmen
have of late been very slack in the performance of their labor, Etc. and pay
no attention to orders of the Bureau, which have been sent to the Social
agent. . . . Now is the important time of the season & it is necessary that
the freedmen should faithfully & industriously perform their part of the
contract, this they are not doing.”33
In addition to setting their own work schedules, freedmen and women
took their liberty of the island when and where they saw fit, and they were
apparently not above appropriating the means to do so. A Miss W. Neal
Haberscham of Savannah complained that a “certain large six oared built
boat painted green and black” had been purloined by Ossabaw freedmen.
Captain J. Kearny Smith stressed that should Magill do all he could “to keep
order etc. & give the negroes to understand that they must not leave the Island without permission if they do they shall be arrested and locked up.”34
Clearly out of his element and overwhelmed, Magill requested “an
officer of the Bureau,” be sent to Ossabaw. His plea generated a visit by
First Lieutenant Nelson Bronson, no doubt accompanied by at least a few
soldiers, from the Savannah office. Bronson’s report to the Savannah office
details the firm’s operations on the Island.
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They have about 300 acres of cotton under good cultivation, mostly, and
looking finely although some of it is inferior, owing as Mr. McGill [sic], said
to bad work on the part of some of the hands. They will probably realize
150 bales. There are about 60 freedmen working under contract and eleven
working who are working on their own account. I carefully estimated the
crops of corn, cotton and potatoes cultivated by these eleven, and feel confident that they will not realize $50 each. Those working under contract,
besides their third of the cotton have over 100 acres of corn on their own
account which will average 20 bushels to the acre, perhaps more so that
each freedman ought to realize about $200 clear provided he has worked
well and lost no time.35
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Black agriculturists on Ossabaw took advantage of Bronson’s presence to
express their concerns to what they hoped was a more legitimate face of the
Freedmen’s Bureau. Most disagreed with Bronson’s analysis of their situation, a fact he was forced to admit in his report.
Notwithstanding [the projected profit] which, with the exception of about
fifteen, they seemed to manifest a great deal of dissatisfaction, and [say]
they could have done better if they had had land and planted on their own
account . . . the majority were inclined to be impudent — and intractable,
they are not absolutely mutinous but their conduct is such as to intimidate
the actions of the Agent of the Bureau; they work when they please, and at
such times as they please and the only remedy the planter has is to charge
them lost time.36

Bronson’s commentary gives the lie to claims found in the Timmons
affidavit filled by Magill, in which testimony suggested the Ossabaw
freedmen were content with their lot: “deponents can cheerfully testify
to the good will and kindly feelings prevailing between the Firm, themselves and all others not working with them, that the mules of the firm
and the ploughs have worked the cow land of the people, as well those
under contract as those who were not, and that all those people have assisted those working with the Firm in return, the only exception is the man
Timmons.” Undoubtedly, Ossabaw-born Bond, Mungin, and Bowen, all
of whom sharecropped for Magill, offered the previous testimony, knowing on which side their bread was buttered.
Lieutenant Bronson quizzed Magill about his less than forceful action
as bureau agent, as he reported in his letter to Freedmen’s Bureau officer
Major W. W. Deane.
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I asked Mr. McGill [sic], why he did not enforce his authority as Agent of
the Bureau, He said that the few men whom he could depend upon were
afraid to arrest the more turbulent ones, that he had no means of sending
them to Savannah, and he could only manage them by humoring them.
. . . Upon his representing that some of the freedmen were stealing cotton and other property, and that freedmen not living on the Island were
frequently in the habit of visiting the Island in boats when they please, and
staying sometimes for several days, I issued an order that no boats should
land or leave the place exapl [sic] at middle landing and by permission of
the Agent of the Bureau. This order they refused to obey. I told them unless
they did obey this order, and all other orders from the Agent of the Bureau
that I would send down some soldiers and enforce said orders. . . . I think
they can be easily managed if the Agent of the Bureau will exercise his authority with firmness and make one or two examples of the worst of them.
. . . The present difficulties arise from too much kindness & indulgence on
the part of Mr. McGill [sic] which they fail to appreciate or manifest and
gratitude for.37

Black resistance to the authority of the Freedmen’s Bureau coupled
with Bronson’s law-and-order instructions to Magill led to the December 1866 arrest warrant for Mustapha Shaw; his allies, the Delegals; and
Pauldo Brown. Despite this approach, black freedmen across the Georgia
sea islands continued to register complaints with the bureau and to resist
seizure of their lands.
“Captain Shige” (Abalod Shigg), one of the freedmen involved in the 1865
“seizure” of Savannah River plantations Fairlawn and Whitehall, penned a
fiery letter to O. O. Howard in January 1867 (all spelling and emphasis appear as in original).
We your humble Petitioners pray your Honor, to grant us Military Protection . . . against the Military outrages, on Persons, Homes, Papers and
Effects contrary to the Constitution and laws of the United States: amendment Art. 4.
Gen Tillson has disregarded the law of the Congress and has divided
the Crops on lands granted by Gen. Sherman’s special field order No. 15 at
Savannah Jan. 16th 1865.
Gen Tillson has ordered the people of Sappelo, Wilmanton and Argile
Islands and other places leave before the Crops of 1866 were gathered in, and
without any, Compensation for Improvements or Warrants, Leases, and Crec-
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tificates of Sale and Transfers . . . to enable him to Restore the lands to their
former owners. Marcus Hunter, Andrew Washington and Dainel Willaims
have been arrested by Gen. D. Tillson and placed in Barracks in the city of
Savannah for giving their Affidavit before Commissioner Stone by orders of
Henry S. Fisk United States district attorney: this is an unprecedented outrage on all law and order and seemed to be by your orders and disregards of
4 section of the Civil Rights Bill. These affidavits charged General Tillson
with driving them off before they have been paid for . . . threatening to have
them shot by U.S. soldiers, shut them up in their church on Sunday and carried their minister Rev. King Tatnal on board a U.S. Steamer.
And we your humble Petitioners pray that you order the assistant commissioner for South Carolina and Georgia to hold Courts under the 9th
section to determine the validity of all titles to lands. . . .
And your humble Petitioners further pray your Honor to Order “This
Commissioner and the Officers of the Bureau to Continue Military Protection over all cases, questions (and stop outrages as now practiced) concerning free enjoyment of Equal Rights and Immunities and no penalty or
punishment for any violations of law shall be imposed or Permitted because
of Race or Color or Previous conditions of slavery.”
Sec. 14 and this is supreme law Art. 6 U.S. Con. “The right of the People
to be Secure in their Persons, Houses, and Papers and Effects against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated; 4 art. U.S. Con.
Amended.38

The letter was signed by Shigg and twenty-four black freedmen. This
letter, like the voices of Shaw and Timmons, stands as clear evidence that
the freedmen of the sea islands believed themselves entitled to “forty
acres and a mule,” understood whites (including some associated with the
Freedmen’s Bureau) to be acting to undermine their liberty, and had clear
knowledge of their political rights. Shigg’s letter, which referenced the U.S.
Constitution, was an attempt to cover himself, and all his black peers, with
the rights of citizenship and the power of law.
Despite their best efforts, the black freedmen of Ossabaw Island, like
those on St. Catherine’s, Sapelo, and Skidaway, those along the Ogeechee
Neck, lost their lands as they were restored to their former Confederate
owners. Each of the Confederate planters on Ossabaw Island regained
formal possession of their land by way of Special Order No. 6, signed by
Major-General Davis Tillson, January 19, 1867.
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Tunis Campbell jettisoned the dream of Sherman’s reservation. Investing one thousand dollars of his own funds, Campbell made a down payment on the Belleville Plantation in Darien, McIntosh County, Georgia,
and encouraged freedmen to relocate to this property on the mainland
in December 1866, ending his formal affiliation with the Freedmen’s Bureau in the Georgia sea islands.39 The decision to settle in Darien was an
intriguing one. Major Robert Gould Shaw, commander of the legendary
all-black Massachusetts Fifty-fourth, had, under orders given by Colonel
James Montgomery, overseen the burning and destruction of Darien,
Georgia, in June 1863, though no military resistance had been offered by
citizens of the town. Shaw, who objected to the use of his troops in a manner he deemed dishonorable and immoral, made his objections known to
Colonel Montgomery in the moment and later wrote letters of protest to
his family and others.40 It is interesting that Tunis Campbell would in the
face of this history seek to relocate to the Darien area.
Cash-poor planter Charles H. Hopkins, who sold his McIntosh
County Belleville Plantation to Campbell, facilitated Campbell’s relocation to the area. Campbell, who agreed to make periodic payments of
five thousand dollars until the property was paid in full, was undeniably
a much-needed financial support for Hopkins.41 While this financial arrangement was temporarily supportive of Campbell’s goal to assist freedmen in their struggle for land ownership, there remains the question of
what it meant that black freedmen, some of them former colored troops,
returned to the site of what whites in McIntosh County understood to be
a racial crime of war. The move was nothing if not bold and defiant.
Mustapha Shaw joined Campbell in the move from the islands to the
mainland. Shaw, born on the Delegal Plantation, returned to the community of his birth in Harris Neck, McIntosh County. He resided with his
wife and four children, in 1870, on a farm valued at $250. He joined other
black freedmen who acquired land from the former white plantation owners in the region — purchasing ten acres from his white father, Edward W.
Delegal for $1 in 1868. Shaw would later purchase an additional twenty
acres of land from a second former slave owner, Charles Spalding.42
As lands on Ossabaw were restored to white landowners in January
1867, most of those freedmen who had received promissory title under
Field Order No. 15 vacated the island. Isaac White left for Charleston,
South Carolina, and under a cloud; John Timmons departed for White
Bluff. Primus Stewart, Moses and Susan George, and Elmira and March
Woodruff also left the island, settling nearby in White Bluff.
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Relocation to White Bluff had benefits for Stewart, the Georges, and
the Woodruffs. The three families resettled in close proximity to one another. They appear on the 1870 U.S. Census in the Sixth District in a cluster of dwellings: numbered 1888, 1890, and 1891, respectively. Primus Stewart, age thirty-five, lived alone on his farm valued at $300 and owned an
additional $200 worth of personal property. Moses, age thirty, and Susan,
thirty-one, lived with their children born in freedom; Mary was five, and
John was two. Seniors Elmira and March Woodruff owned $150 in personal property, though there is no indication that they owned their land
on White Bluff. They lived with daughter Carlotte and grandson Samuel,
age fourteen, Elmira, age six, and Dolly, age one. Elmira Woodruff died
within four years of the Census. Her widowed husband March remarried
in 1874, taking Grace Jackson as his bride on March 1, 1874.43
Like Mustapha Shaw, Stewart and George did become property owners
once again; they both owned and paid taxes on their land on White Bluff.
Both men also paid their poll taxes in 1875–76 and again in 1878 — an act
that secured their voting rights in the state. Primus Stewart paid property
tax on $70 in land in 1875–76, and on $75 in land in 1878. He also owned
$31.20 in farm equipment that year. Moses George paid property tax on his
twenty acres of land in Chatham County in 1878.44
Noticeably, no freedmen who remained on Ossabaw after 1867 ever
purchased land on the island. John Mungin, who testified against John
Timmons, had, at the time of his 1870 deposit to the Freedmen’s Savings
Bank, relocated from Ossabaw to Skidaway Island. Neither he nor his
brother Chas nor sister Sally who remained on Ossabaw became property
owners in this period. Several family groupings remained on the island,
living in extended kinship clusters not unlike patterns found in slavery. An
older Primus Stewart was listed on Ossabaw in Chatham County on the
1880 U.S. Census residing with his wife Elsey (age fifty-six). This Primus
Stewart, who lived near a grouping of the Macks, the Bonds, the McKivers,
and the Harrises, was, no doubt, George Kollock’s “Big” Primus.
James Mack, forty-eight, continued sharecropping on the island along
with his wife Dinah, his son Jim Jr. (age twelve), daughter Lizzie (age six),
and sons March (age three) and Collins (age one). James’s younger brother
Bob Mack (age thirty-five), who also signed on to sharecrop with Kollock
in 1867, lived nearby with wife Hannah (age thirty), son Jim (age fifteen),
and daughters Katy (age ten) and Rachel (age three). The Bond brothers
made famous in the Shaw arrest warrant — Louis (age sixty-five), James
(age sixty), Thomas (age forty-five), Benjamin (age forty-four), and Wil-
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liam (age forty) — and their families also lived in close proximity. A young
Louis Bond Jr. (age twenty-two) lived near William and his family — wife
Eliza (age twenty-seven) and son Schedrick (age five).
William McKiver and George Savage, two of the others involved in
the Mustapha Shaw affair, also remained on Ossabaw. William (age fortythree), his wife Margaret (age forty-eight), and their six children lived next
to his brother John McKiver (age forty-five), his wife Rachel (age twenty),
and their infant son Freddy. The McKiver men lived immediately adjacent
to Louis Bond Sr. and his brother James Bond. George Savage (age fiftytwo), his wife Leah (age thirty-nine), and their seven children lived within
a stone’s throw of the younger Louis Bond and William Bond.45
Pauldo Brown, Shaw’s former ally, lived but a few paces from William
and Ben Bond. At forty, Pauldo lived with his wife Emeline (age fortyeight) and had no children. Despite a wounded leg, he made his living
sharecropping, as did the other men on the island. Although we can verify
such facts as these, much remains undocumented. We can only speculate
as to whether the injury to Brown’s leg came as a result of his escape with
Shaw or from other causes. In either case, Brown had by 1880 resolved
himself to a less rebellious stance and conformed to the status quo.
Further insights into life on Ossabaw beyond work can be gleaned
from analyzing the links between various residents on the island. Black
men and women set about the business of organizing their lives in freedom,
sanctifying their marriages, establishing houses of worship, and educating
their children. A handful of ministers maintained a circuit of the region,
which included visits to Ossabaw Island. Revs. John Cox and Henry L.
Simpson, both of whom served as ministers of the Second African Baptist
Church in Savannah, acted as missionaries attending to the spiritual needs
of islanders, including performing marriages. John Cox, who had purchased his freedom in 1849, was one of the twenty ministers who met with
Sherman in Savannah in January 1865 to outline the needs of the newly
freed.46 He served as minister at Second African Baptist through the war
and was deeply engaged in evangelizing freedmen. Cox officiated at the
wedding of Catherine Johnson (who had received McDonald land) and
Billy Green on the island in the fall of 1867. Rev. Simpson, who served Second African Baptist for a decade (1871–81), formalized the relationship between fifty-one-year-olds Elsey Culbert and Primus Stewart on March 30,
1871. Ordained minister B. O. Butler, who served as a traveling minister for
several churches in the region, including the one on Ossabaw, performed
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the honors for March Woodruff when he took Grace Jackson as his second wife. Twenty-two-year-old Harly Handy, who resided on Ossabaw and
worked as a farmer, may have been the son of minister Harly Handy, who
served as pastor at the White Bluff Church and performed marriages on
Ossabaw Island in the 1860s and 1870s. Minster Handy married couples
including John Timmons and Cornelia Adams on October 12, 1866, and
Dinah Grate and James Mack on November 2, 1871.47
Rev. Hardy Mobley, who had returned to his native Georgia in 1865 as
a Congregationalist minister, also served the people of Ossabaw as well as
those on neighboring islands and within the city of Savannah. Commissioned by the Union Congregational Church but funded by the American
Missionary Association, Mobley, like Campbell, headed south to assist
freedmen in their upward climb to acculturation and civilization. Described by historian Joe M. Richardson as a “missionary at large,” Mobley
aided the poor and the sick, preached at established churches in the area,
and offered his services for marriages and burials.48 Mobley solemnized the
marriage of Cyrus Brown and Nancy Ellis in January 1867.
As David Bond’s testimony informs us, blacks on Ossabaw had organized a Baptist church by the winter of 1866. Given the prominence of the
First and Second African Baptist churches of Savannah and the role John
Cox played in bringing “Sherman’s reservation” into existence, it is quite
logical that the first congregation on the island would identify itself as
Baptist — Zion Baptist in particular. At a June 1865 convention in Hilton
Head, South Carolina, a group of black Baptist ministers from churches
along the southeastern sea coast — the First Baptist Church of Savannah,
John Cox’s Second Baptist Church, and Ulysses Houston’s Third Baptist
Church among them — met and organized themselves into the Zion Baptist Association (henceforth zba). Rev. Ulysses Houston had also been part
of the group that met with Sherman, and he shared the belief in the exclusivity of Sherman’s reservation. And Houston, like Tunis Campbell, also
worked to aid freedmen, settling a group of emancipated men and women
on Skidaway Island in spring of 1865. Ministers Butler and Handy were
both members in good standing of Zion Baptist Association churches.49
Hinder Me Not Baptist Church of Ossabaw Island, the Baptist
church in which David Bond was elder, applied to become a member of
the zba. “The Committee on the State of the Churches making application for membership recommended the following churches to be in good
order for admission viz: Hinder Me Not, Baptist Church, Osabaw [sic]
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Island.” By this act, Hinder Me Not was voted into the zba October 16,
1874, at the Ninth Annual Session of the Zion Baptist Association held
at Liberty County, Georgia.50 Missionary preacher H. C. Aves and one
P. Brown represented the church to the zba. Hinder Me Not was a small
church. zba records for Hinder Me Not published as part of their annual
minutes in 1874 and 1878–96 record that the total membership numbers
never rose above the high of sixty-eight. In the final year of the church,
1896, total membership had dropped to just twenty-one. Sunday school
superintendent and Ossabaw resident T. (Thomas) Bond saw to the spiritual education of nineteen students in 1878, though that number would
decline over the decade. The limited number of members and the meager
wages of those who continued to live on the island meant that Hinder Me
Not was also a very poor church. From a high of $4 to a low of $1.25, the
tiny island church struggled to make its associational payments to the zba
as well as contribute to the minister’s widow’s fund, and contribute to a
fund to support the building of a college for theological studies.51 Thomas
Bond served as a deacon of Hinder Me Not beginning in 1880, was elected
evangelist, and became a licentiate in the summer of 1888. Fellow Ossabaw
resident Thomas Mack assumed the position of deacon of Hinder Me Not
in that same year, a position he would hold for the remaining life of the
island church.52
The membership of Hinder Me Not was in decline prior to the storms
of 1896 and 1898. Ossabaw residents who frequently traveled to neighboring islands as well as to the mainland may have joined any number of zba
churches in the region: White Bluff Baptist, Sapelo Island Baptist, St. Simon’s Island Baptist, St. Catherine’s Island Baptist, Darien Baptist, Harris
Neck Baptist, and Ogeechee Baptist churches, to name a few. Movement
of the “faithful” caused frequent upheaval in zba churches. Congregants
complained of new churches accepting members excluded from old ones,
ministers wrote to condemn the actions of deacons who “established a new
church in a house not 25 feet from the door” of the existing church. The
founding of Sweet Field of Eden Baptist Church, located across the river
in present-day Pin Point, seems to have been fraught with similar tensions.
Members, presumably the elders, of Hinder Me Not wrote a letter of grievance to the zba in conjunction with Sweet Field of Eden’s application for
admission to the association in the summer of 1888. They charged Thomas
Bond and Sweet Field of Eden with appropriating property that belonged
to the Ossabaw church. “The Committee on Welfare and Grievance,” ad-
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vised “the applying church (Sweet Field of Eden) to return the property
claimed by Hinder Me Not church,” thus clearing the way for Sweet Field
to be admitted to zba. The association also honored the new church’s “request that Bro. T. Bond, be examined for ordination” as pastor of the new
church. In the face of Thomas Bond’s departure, Rev. William Anderson
assumed the position of acting pastor and governed Hinder Me Not, and
Ossabaw native Thomas Mack assumed the position of deacon.53
Thomas Bond continues to appear on the list of licentiates for the
Zion Baptist Association through 1896, yet he ceased to be affiliated with
either Hinder Me Not or Sweet Field of Eden. Instead he appears to have
assumed the role of founder and pastor of Beulah Baptist Church in Montgomery a little more than a year after he purchased two and one-half acres
on the mainland in January 1887.54 Ossabaw’s Hinder Me Not remained
viable and made contributions to the zba through the fall of 1896. The
membership rolls at Pin Point’s Sweet Field of Eden grew steadily; there
were twenty-seven members in 1896, thirty-seven in 1897, and forty-five in
1898.
Beyond zba minutes, little information survives about the island
church, save for its bold defiant name taken from Genesis 24:56: “And he
said unto them, Hinder me not, seeing the lord hath prospered my way;
send me away that I may go to my master” (kjv). Freed from slavery by
their Lord’s hands, black freedmen and women on Ossabaw Island had
set out to create a house of worship in which they could give thanks, offer
praise, and set their lives on the bright path of righteousness. Far more
than would a mere place name, the name of their church beautifully captured the strident energy of the era of its birth.
In seeking to re-create on paper the social network of the island, we
must imagine institutions on the island beyond Hinder Me Not Zion Baptist Church. Historians have yet to investigate the First Young Poor and
Needy Association, founded by Ossabaw-born Jacob Tison. Notation in
the records of the Savannah branch of the Freedmen’s savings bank reveal
that Tison and Pete Johnson, treasurer and vice president, respectively,
maintained an account for what was obviously a charitable society, but to
date there is no additional information about the organization.
Similarly, historians are well aware that emancipation across the American South saw freedmen establish churches and simultaneously, or then
immediately thereafter, schools for themselves and their children. Did such
a church school thrive on Ossabaw Island? The voices of Hardy Mobley
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and Tunis Campbell report an interest in establishing two schools on Ossabaw. Mobley, via his relationship with the American Missionary Association, facilitated distribution of supplies, “books,” and “charts” to Tunis
Campbell for use in his proposed schools on St. Catherine’s and Ossabaw
islands. Campbell did establish a school on St. Catherine’s Island, but as
of April 1866 he had been unsuccessful in his quest to build a school on
Ossabaw before he was relieved of duty.
Only a few of the children on the island were “at school,” as noted in
the 1880 Census, specifically James Bond’s daughter Charity (age twenty)
and grandson Jimmy (age ten). The remaining Bond cousins, children of
the Bond brothers, had no such identification and may have been involved
in helping their parents to farm.55 More children were listed as “at school”
in the Ogeechee District and on St. Catherine’s Island. The children of
Ossabaw may in fact have been ferried to school on the other side of the
river or attended school on one of the neighboring islands.
Though our picture is incomplete, existing data does reveal intriguing glimpses of the island. Mustapha Shaw, John Timmons, and Captain
Shigg stand, at least in this retelling, in bold relief in the foreground of the
image. Strong, defiant, armed with words of law or weapons of war, these
three black men represent freedom and manhood of a particular stripe. If
the Civil War itself, the physical conflict, including those black slaves who
had taken up arms, had brought freedom to those in bondage, then the
fight to hold onto their lands and claim their rights made them men. Were
these men inspired or instructed by Tunis Campbell as Russell Duncan
suggests? Certainly those who followed Campbell to McIntosh County
saw promise in his leadership. Still, in the face of the evidence, I would
argue that rather than Campbell’s philosophy having influenced freedmen,
the defiance and the commitment to black separatism grew from the lived
experience of freedmen and women along the Georgia sea coast. As black
leaders had suggested to Sherman in Savannah, men and women along the
Georgia sea coast were determined to have freedom on their own terms.
Shaw, Timmons, Primus Stewart the younger, Moses George, and March
Woodruff rejected the status quo—refusing to resubmit to what they identified as the illegitimate rule of white men—be they businessmen or federal
agents. Like their peers who had armed themselves and declared “no white
men should live between the two Ogeechees” during the famous Ogeechee
uprising of January 1869, a few of the men from Ossabaw rejected what
was rapidly becoming the new norm, and refused to sharecrop for whites.56
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These few who first left the island secured land ownership within a decade
of emancipation.
Yet tellingly, of the men and women who had remained on Ossabaw in
the first two decades of freedom, few secured land ownership at all. Campbell’s observation was correct, the people did cry out for land, and land
ownership would have supported the first generation of a rural black middle
class in the post–Civil War era. But the reversal of fortunes brought about
by the betrayal of the federal government left the vast majority of black
freedmen without the opportunity to secure their liberty in the coastal
sand of Ossabaw. We can only imagine the sense of satisfaction Mustapha
Shaw enjoyed as he, one of the privileged few, who abandoned Ossabaw,
farmed his own plot of earth.
Locals who remained on Ossabaw, men and women for whom the sea
island cotton fields, oak forests, and tabby houses had always been home,
despite the sting of the overseer’s lash, stand in the background of our picture. Unable to partake of land distribution, as the federal government
reversed its land policy too quickly, they chose to form relationships with
returning white land owners or their agents. This choice was rooted not in
the promise of land ownership that so animated Mustapha Shaw or Captain Shigg (who in 1885 purchased five acres of the Happy Discovery Tract
bordering Pipemaker Creek to the west of the Savannah River), but in the
connection to home place, to tradition, and to family.57 The Bond family
knew the island as a place of extended kin, overseen by an elderly patriarch who clearly saw some status in being “the oldest colored man on the
MacDonald place.” The McKivers and Savages and Macks also stayed, and
they, too, reaped the rewards associated with staying in the home place.
Their children all knew the culture of the island — learned to hunt and
fish and pull oysters from the muddy waters. They learned to speak Gullah and to recite the folk tales and traditions on which their parents had
been raised. True, they may not have “owned” Ossabaw, but they certainly
occupied and controlled the cultural space. These locals stayed on Ossabaw and sharecropped a full generation beyond emancipation, and when
they left they carried their church to the mainland, as much a part of their
family history as their names. Ossabaw’s Hinder Me Not, which spoke to
their hopes for and the promise of independence, gave way to Sweet Field
of Eden in Pin Point and was testament to their belief that they had a new,
permanent, and blessed home. Once relocated, these former sharecroppers
became day laborers, factory workers, and crabbers. A few also became
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home and land owners — nearly twenty years after their peers who left before the storms. Members of the Bond family purchased land on the mainland as they decamped from the island. Brothers William and Benjamin
and nephew Louis Jr. all acquired lots in Block C of the Beaulieu Tract
in Pin Point.58 For them, the dreams of freedom and independence, long
postponed, would finally come to fruition, but not on Ossabaw Island.
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